public. Even though many testified that offshore patrolling of the West African coast was mostly tedious and unrewarding work, authors of published eyewitness accounts joined writers of fictional narratives in focusing upon episodes of danger and excitement at sea likely to arouse their readers' curiosity and sympathy: chases of and battles with slave ships; shipboard interactions with slave traders and their captives; perilous cruises to shore in dilapidated prize vessels; outbreaks of disease, and the death of British sailors. It might seem natural that reports of this work at the coal-face of Britain's anti-slave-trade policy should take centre-stage in its cultural dissemination. Regency Britain witnessed a rise in esteem for the gentleman-officer of the navy--above all, Nelson, who was enshrined, following his death, as the embodiment of imperial duty and sacrifice 4 --which would seem to have guaranteed admiration for patrollers of the slave trade. But when it is considered that eminent lords of the Admiralty and naval officers, not least Nelson, had until 1807 protected the British slave trade, in line with the navy's remit to defend national mercantile interests, it becomes apparent that the construction of positive imagery of naval suppression was part of a process of re-identification of Britain as a nation opposed to the slave trade and, later, slavery in the Americas. The ease of the changeover from the leading profiteers of the human traffic to its pre-eminent opponents cannot be assumed.
In this chapter I examine this transition in national self-perception, and demonstrate that as well as inspiring much patriotic and religious fanfare, naval suppression also was a thorny and divisive topic. In both fictional and non-fictional written representations of the recapture of enslaved Africans at sea critics of the campaign highlighted what they saw as the failings of Britain's abolitionist policies, and cast doubt upon the moralistic and spiritual arguments which are encoded in writings by the supporters of naval suppression. The Royal Navy's mission to eliminate the Atlantic slave trade helped to keep alive a culture of antislavery in nineteenth-century Britain, but its place in the hearts and minds of the people that created that culture was never secure. The rise of racial sciences is one notable cause and symptom of the decline in support for the campaign towards the middle of the century. The following two section of this chapter analyse in turn a range of celebratory and critical representations of the African Squadron, connecting these to contemporary debates on nation and empire, class, gender and race. To begin, I examine celebratory images of the patrols within the religious and moralistic frameworks of writing about slavery and travel at sea.
Writing redemption
To understand how representations of naval suppression suggested the moral and spiritual redemption of the nation, it is profitable to read them in the broader discursive context of the sea voyage. As with their Romantic-era forebears, Victorian writers took great interest in tales of maritime peril and mishap. Narratives of hazardous travel at sea provided more than simple entertainment in the suffering of others; they also projected, and sometimes challenged, social and political identities. For people still persuaded by religious explanations of chance and accident, the perilous sea voyage stood metaphorically for the providential vulnerability of all human life, in which faith in God was essential. Disasters were taken as evidence of supernatural punishment, whereas epic tales of survival suggested divine intervention on behalf of the endangered seafarer. Narratives of seaborne danger assumed social and political significance because the religion, or religious fervour, nationality, gender, social rank and racial identities of mariners were reckoned with to account for their endurance or destruction. Frequently tales of shipwreck operated to consolidate the existing order by attributing the hand of God to the survival of those in positions of authority on ships.
At other times, their typically small cast of socially diverse individuals battling against the elements enabled writers of shipwreck narratives to explore areas of tension and ambiguity in social relations. Christian redemption is the keynote in numerous missionary reports on naval suppression, including Elizabeth Melville's, which asserts:
A feeling of patriotic pride always mingles with my pity on seeing a slaver brought in, to think that--thanks to Britain above all other kingdoms on the face of the globe--how soon these, our so unjustifiably oppressed fellow-mortals, will be blessed with a happier freedom than they ever knew in their heathen homes of the far interior. . 21 Recent studies have emphasised the agency of Yoruba-speaking peoples such as the Egba, Ijesha, and Awori who forged a collective 'Yoruba' identity for themselves amid the cultural diversity of Sierra Leone, partly by embracing Christianity. 22 At the time of publication, however, few readers in Britain were attuned to that diversity. Because his early life bore superficial similarities to that of the fictional Dazee-both, for example, were reunited with mothers who were yet to embrace Christianity following their rescue from the Atlantic crossing and repatriation to Sierra Leone--and despite his giving eloquent testimony as to the fear and confusion of the Atlantic crossing even after it had been reversed by naval intervention, Crowther and his biographers were able to draw clear Christian symbolism from his narrative of redemption, understanding it in straightforward terms as a journey from darkness into light--a case of 'good out of evil'. 23 The flipside of the narrative of the liberated African's conversion to Christianity was its moralising effects upon naval rescuers. Even at the height of the anti-slavery movement in Britain, some commentators believed that common sailors on the anti-slave-trade patrols
were not motivated by humanitarian concerns but monetary rewards, or even a simple love of adventure. 24 Perceiving conflict between financial gain and spiritual health, some questioned whether pecuniary incentives should be necessary in motivating sailors to rescue slaves. The boy would have gone on for ever, if Dr. May had not recalled him to his brother's present condition. 30 The superfluous mention of Trafalgar connects its heroes to those in West Africa, as if a mantle has been passed from father to eldest son. The young Ernestcliffe's inability to conceal his pride at his brother's efforts is testimony to the emotive part that naval suppression could play in shaping the identities of apparently distant men, women and at that time, felt the effects of the climate but, owing to sickness and death among other officers, he had suffered much fatigue… Immediately on his return, had followed his examination, and though he had passed with great credit, and it had been at once followed by well-earned promotion, his nervous excitable frame had been overtasked, and the consequence was a long and severe illness. Soon all was quiet; a wounded black here and there was shrieking in his great agony, and struggling for a moment before he sank into his watery grave for ever; a few pieces of wreck were floating and sparking on the surface of the deep in the blood-red sunbeams, which streamed in a flood of glorious light on the bloody deck, shattered hull, and torn rigging of the Wave, and on the dead bodies of and mangled limbs of those who had fallen; while some heavy scattering drops of rain fell sparkling from a passing cloud, as if Nature had wept in pity over the dismal scene; or as if they had been blessed tears, shed by an angel, in his heavenward course … as he hovered for a moment, and looked down in pity on the fantastic tricks played by … weak man, in his little moment of power and ferocity. 40 In the aftermath of the skirmish, bloated black corpses resurface and float alongside the Wave as sea-birds and fishes pick at their flesh. The scene seems designed to meet with William Blackwood's taste for tales of brutality and sensation (as famously lampooned by Edgar Allan Poe.). 41 It also shares in the Romantic fixation on death at sea, which in turn derives from Shakespeare's 'rich and strange' sea-changes that befall the drowned human body.
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The graphic intensity of the shipwreck, with its corporeal gore bathed in an incongruously 'glorious light', anticipates Turner's Slave Ship. Yet whereas Turner's artwork defies reductive decoding, 43 Cringle and Bang interpret the scene as evidence of the futility of the Wave's attack on the slaver. 44 Their explanation seems to be shared by the imagined weeping of 'Nature', or the passing angel, which registers a lack of providential support for the cause. London to query whether 'the buying of black war-captives in Africa, and bringing them over to the sugar-islands for sale again' is truly 'the most alarming contradiction to the said laws 54 But Dickens saw slavery in the USA and the international slave trade as separate issues, and, appalled as he no doubt was by the latter, the tales he published are at best ambiguous in their evaluation of the naval patrols. 'Good Intentions', which declares itself to be 'a true story in every-thing but names', describes the chase of a slave ship that ends with the jettisoning of its cargo. 55 The incident serves as an illustration of the narrator's introductory remark '[t]hat the horrors of the passage from Africa to Brazil are often frightfully aggravated by the dread of pursuit and capture by our cruisers'. 56 At the root of the problem was the increasing profitability of the trade, which led slave-ship captains to ever more mercenary tactics in shipping slaves. This was a widely recognised problem of naval suppression since Buxton had publicised it. More provocatively, the narrator of 'Good Intentions' also notes the parallel economic motivation of those who did the chasing: 'Visions of prize-money float before the eyes of every one of the pursuers, from the captain to the cabin boy'. 57 In noting the irony that human trafficking now afforded opportunities for profit to the naval crews that policed it, the story revisited a source of discomfort for onlookers who maintained that abolition was a moral and spiritual imperative regardless of the economic questions attached to it. officers' daring conquest of slave-trading pirates and African savages. 72 Although some of these tales were ostensibly set at the height of the anti-slave-trade cruises in the 1830s, their bluster and bloodthirstiness betray that they are a product of the late-Victorian desire for and confidence in Britain's right not only to end slavery but to rule in Africa. Between 1830 and 1860, few publications regarded the situation with such surety. In nineteenth-century Britain, the African Squadron's part in prolonging the culture of anti-slavery seemed at its most apparent in retrospect.
One thing that unites most of the writing about the anti-slave-trade patrols is its seeming lack of interest in the agency of enslaved Africans and liberated Africans. Shipboard insurrections continued to take place throughout the period of naval suppression, but seldom are they reported in detail, if at all, in British publications. 73 This is in contrast to the body of fictions of slave-ship rebellion produced by the US authors Herman Melville, Frederick Douglass, William Wells Brown, Lydia Maria Child, and Martin Delaney. 74 Similarly, besides certain missionaries, the efforts of former slaves who made successful lives for themselves in Sierra Leone were little known outside of the colony. It is hard to disagree with Wood's verdict that abolitionists of the nineteenth century conceived of freedom for enslaved peoples as a boon when granted by kindly white patrons, under certain conditions, rather than autonomously seized by those peoples. 75 At the same time it is important to understand this tendency to assert moral righteousness in the broader ideological and discursive context in which the benefits of emancipation were contested, indeed openly questioned, by writers of great influence and popularity. 
